10	HYMNS OF THE ALVARS
at the earliest, contemporary with Ramanuja, and are there-
fore some centuries later than the events they profess to
relate, so that they cannot be relied upon if contemporary
evidence contradicts them. They are, nevertheless, of great
interest as being among the earliest attempts at the writing
of history in South India. It is significant that they come
when personal contributions begin to be made to religion ;
hitherto Indian religion had in the main gone its way with
no outstanding names but that of Buddha; it had been an
evolution of thought rather than a succession of prophets ;
but now the devotion of disciples was anxious to preserve
every detail of the life and teaching of the revered guru,
and these lives are the result. They obviously contain
a large admixture of imagination, but they represent
thought which was current in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, and which is current to-day among devout Sri-
Vaishnavas.
In the second place there are contemporary inscriptions
on stone or metal. The study of these by competent epigra-
phists is yielding valuable results, and will increasingly
serve to check conclusions reached by other means.
In the third place, there is_literary evidence gathered from
the surviving works of the Alvars themselves, as embodied
in the collection of their hymns known as the Ndlayira
Prabandham—the Collection of Four Thousand. These
Tamil hymns were gathered together by Nathamuni, (d. a.d.
920) who also made arrangements for their use in temple
worship. The hymns contain evidence of great value for the
subject matter of devotion; but the data for establishing
chronology are scanty and have hitherto been insufficiently
explored for full agreement between scholars to have been
reached. The field of disagreement has been narrowed
down; but how wide it has been may be judged from the
fact that while the traditional dates for the Alvars are 4203-
2706 b.c. the first estimates of western scholarship placed
them subsequent to Ramanuja, who died in a.d. 1137. Cald-
well, Seshagiri Sastri, Monier Williams, and even the article
in the latest edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica are all
agreed on the later date. Apart, however, from those who
cling to the traditional dates, there is now agreement that

